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CONSULTATION ON THE DECENT HOMES STANDARD AND PUBLIC SERVICE AGREEMENT 7 

CPAG welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Public Service Agreement (PSA) 7 on the Decent Homes Standard. Our response is necessarily short, given the time-scale involved, and is closely focused on our area of expertise, that of childhood poverty and the living conditions faced by poor families. This commentary discusses both the PSA, and the broader policy context. 

1 In 2001 one third of homes in England were officially defined
 as non-decent. Though this figure represents an improvement, it is shockingly high. The Acheson inquiry into health inequalities linked poor quality accommodation to increased risk of accidents, allergies, asthma and hypothermia (the risk being exacerbated by fuel poverty).
 To this list we would also add disability and depression.
 Children from low-income families are those most likely to experience poor quality accommodation: improvements in housing quality are critical to bring about improved life chances, in tune with the political ambition of the government of abolishing child poverty.

2 The PSA is a critical way of stimulating policy  innovation. To ensure that substantial change occurs, PSA targets should be set to challenge existing practice: the ambition needs to be not merely to meet, but to break them. The suggested change in definition of the 2006 milestone from 'at least 50%' to 'between 45[%] and 50 [%]' is therefore to be regretted – the challenge should be to reach the end point faster. 

3 CPAG strongly supports the recognition, both within the consultation exercise itself and particularly within the suggested change to the PSA, that the commitment to end child poverty made by the Prime Minister in 1999
 has implications across government departments. The need to ‘mainstream’ child poverty reduction should particularly concern the Office for the Deputy Prime Minister as one of the key departments with policy competencies covering issues that most affect children’s life chances. We are, therefore, pleased to see wording altered within the PSA to reflect this. We look forward to seeing further policy effort to make sure that this excellent intention carries through into real policy outcomes. A further consequence of the mainstreaming agenda is that concerns about child poverty should extend into other ODPM PSA targets (most notably PSA 1).

4 The current government has made good progress in reducing child poverty. The successes are worth reiterating. Table 1 reproduces data on income poverty (the proportion of children in low-income households). The statistics in Table 1 may demonstrate success, but they also show the level of challenge facing the government in further reducing child poverty. If the percentage of income poor children in 2002/03 had been the same as in 1979 (14 per cent) 1.8 million children would have been income poor: half the number who were actually in this position in 2002/03. 

Table 1: Numbers and percentages of income-poor
 children (Great Britain)


Number of income-poor children (million)
Percentage of income-poor children 

1979
-
14

1996/97
4.3
34

1998/99
4.2
33

2002/03
3.6
28

Source, National Statistics, Households Below Average Incomes, Department for Work and Pensions, 2004. Comparable population base for 1979 was inaccessible.

5 There is an association between income level and housing condition, demonstrated by Table 2, using data from the 2002 wave of the Families and Children dataset. Though most homes are reported to be 'fairly good or better',
 there is an income gradient in terms of self-reported housing quality and income level: the poorest being most likely to report fairly poor or worse accommodation. Reducing the proportion of non-decent homes is therefore likely to have a pro-poor effect.

Table 2 Housing quality by income quintile (Great Britain)


Fairly good or better
Fairly poor or worse

Poorest
85
14

2
87
11

3
93
7

4
96
4

Richest
98
2

Source: Barnes, M, Willitts, M, Anderson, T, Chaplin, J, Collins, D, Groben, S, Morris, S, Noble, J, Phillips, M and Sneade, I, Families and children in Britain, Research Report 206, Department for Work and Pensions, 2004, p.302, Table 15.11

6 The percentage of non-decent homes varies considerably by tenure; figures on this taken from the English House Condition Survey are reproduced in Table 3. The improvements in housing quality between 1996 and 2001, as measured against the decent homes standard, are very welcome. There remain significant problems of non-decency in housing standards, and homes in the private rented sector are more at risk of being in a poor condition, one in two homes remaining non-decent. One in three homes were non-decent in the owner occupied sector. The table shows the level of challenge, but the observed changes demonstrate that substantial improvement is possible and should motivate further policy effort to move faster.

Table 3: Percentage of non-decent homes in England by tenure


1996
2001

Private rented sector
63
49

Social renter 
52
38

Owner occupation
42
29

All tenures
46
33

Source, English House Condition Survey, 2001, Office for the Depute Prime Minister 

7 Around half of all income poor children live in the social rented sector, around half live in the private rented and owner occupied sector. Children in both the social and private rented sectors face a similar risk of being income poor. Again, this demonstrates the need to intervene effectively in each sectors to improve conditions.

Table 4: Risk and proportion of income-poor children by tenure (Great Britain)


Risk of being poor
Proportion of poor children

Private rented sector
53
13

Social renter 
60
51

Owner occupation
15
36

All tenures
28
100

Source, National Statistics, Households Below Average Incomes, Department for Work and Pensions. A further 0.1 million (0.7 per cent) children were in 'other' tenure.
8 With this in mind we urge the ODPM to place a greater emphasis on improving private sector accommodation. Within the PSA, we recognise that the private sector is mentioned as a target for improvement, but note that the greatest emphasis is given to the social rented sector. Whilst we do not wish to see less done to improve the social rented sector, more is needed to improve the private sector. 

9 Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) proposals to alter the definition of child poverty,
 appear to re-direct attention away from the role of housing costs in poverty suggesting a shift from measuring incomes on both a before and after housing costs basis, towards before housing costs only. This is not the place to go into very specific detail and CPAG has expressed serious concerns over the possible implications of these proposals elsewhere.
 Three new measures are proposed, though it is not yet clear how these will provide a new DWP PSA target. Of these, there is an absolute low-income measure, a relative low income and material deprivation combined measure and a relative low income measure. All are to rely on before housing costs data. This is important both in practical and principle terms. In practical terms – as well as potentially reducing the numbers of children counted as poor – before housing costs data gives a different interpretation of income available to families than after housing cost data (for instance, the former treats housing benefit payments as income).  In principle, terms it also seems to down play the importance of housing costs in child poverty, which is concerning. Beyond that, it reinforces the need for other areas of policy to retain a focus on the cost and quality of housing, both through the Department for Work and Pensions but also through the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister.

� We do not go into level of the standard itself since this is not our area of expertise; we do recognise however, that it may be criticised, for instance for providing too little thermal comfort – closely related to the high cost of heating and to fuel poverty.


� Acheson, D, (chair). Independent Inquiry into Inequalities in Health Report, Department of Health, 1998, Chapter 4


�See Flaherty, J, Veit-Wilson, J and Dornan, P, Poverty the Facts, Child Poverty Action Group, 2004, p.119-120.


�18th March 1999, the speech is reproduced in Walker, R (ed), 'Ending child poverty – Popular welfare for the 21st Century', The Policy Press, 1999


� Defined as living in households with income below 60 per cent of the median after housing costs have been accounted for.


� Data is self-reported, the disparity between the proportion of non-decent homes in England (one third across all tenures) and the Families and Children dataset evidence reproduced in Table 2 suggests that if the decent homes standard had been applied many more homes would have fallen into the 'fairly poor or worse group'.


�See Department for Work and Pensions, Measuring Child Poverty, 2003


�For instance in supplementary to the 2004 Work and Pensions Committee inquiry into child poverty.
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